Sleep architecture and attenuated heart rate response to arousal from sleep in patients with autonomic failure.
To determine if patients with autonomic failure have increased sleep disturbances and if multiple system atrophy (MSA) and pure autonomic failure (PAF) patients have frequent arousals from sleep associated with an attenuated heart rate (HR) response compared to healthy volunteers. With informed consent, 10 autonomic failure patients and 10 healthy volunteers were studied. Sleep disturbances were scored using standard criteria. Arousals were identified from stage 2 sleep and differences in the R-R interval between groups were tested using a mixed-model regression analysis. Three MSA and one PAF patient had obstructive sleep apnoea compared to one volunteer. One MSA and three PAF patients had periodic limb movements. One MSA patient had REM behaviour disorder. The autonomic patients had significantly reduced total sleep time (p=0.007) and sleep efficiency (p=0.003). The HR response to arousal was smaller in autonomic failure patients compared to volunteers during the early phase of the arousal (p=0.047), but not the later phase (p=0.67). Autonomic failure patients have increased sleep disturbances compared to healthy volunteers. The smaller HR response in autonomic failure patients suggests that an intact sympathetic nervous system is a key component of the HR response associated with arousal from sleep.